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ABSTRACT
A five-part computer progrtm helps college ttuden ts

.generate essays* Its first part, a list generator, foices students io
consider a numbar of subjects and to select one that is reasonably
defined. The second paill of the program asks a series of questions to
elicit information about the chosen.topic and to shape the
information into appropriate paragraph form and essay type
(argumentative or descriptive). The third patt of the program orders
all the data and combines them, with some transitions, to create a
complete esSay, while the fourth.section transmits the essay to a
screen, printer, or floppy disk. In its:last section, the program
explains how and why it did what it did in order to help the student
understand and apply the approach without.the computr. (An example
of a student essay written on the computer is included.) (JL)
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I-bave been saying p4blicly, for the past two or three years that if

CI
1.1./ .

the computer is ever going to be a serious iTt of the English Curriculum

it Ms' to dC, more thIn drill students 411 verb fors and Spelling rules14

/ have said we need programs that help with the writing process.
. )

such pr4tams ilready exist, such as Hugh Burns' pre-writing program ht
,

0
. .

the Air Force Academy, Richard Larlham's editor at .UCLA/ and others I

Some

summarized in a recent article* in College Enolish.,

. Sooner
)
or later I knew I was going to haves to dive in and try to write

siAph a program myself,, which of course 'is 'much less fun than .critiquing. otbse
'

'people's programs, but it couldn't be put off-forever. Whi't I,would like to

describ
ebriefly is my attempt at creating a writing..program, my beginnings,

§

my orientation, my progress, and., where canotor can't be avoided, my problems

with the, program.

,

my writing lirogram actually began in -the fall of 1980. I bad taken a

vat's leave of absence to study computer program6ing%at 14-Madison', and

A.ried to put something toteiher a4 a Project in one of my graduate courses.

. sokI picked a language-(SNOBOL) -wh"h handled words '('strings" in computerese)

well 'and tried to write a program wrgch would /ask a persOn questions, A

retain the 'answers, and reassemble answers in, the form of various essays )
on. command,

4.4
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% For example, the program asked the user to pick a subject, compare

it to another subject, state what caused'it to be the way it was, how

it had changed aver time, etc., and then used transitions and a simple
./)

.ttmplahtto create either'a compare/contrast, cause/effect, or one of ,

Several other type dssays.

The vogram worked, but the essays were stilted and, pretty undeveloped.

Clearly I didn't have a Way yet to automatically write four or'five New '

Yorker articles a minute.

,When I got back from my leave I left behind large compUters and SNOBOL
A o,

and decided to keep working using BASIC and an Apple II micro. Ialso

decided what I didn't want was a nmagic box" that wrote essays for students,

but a program that ied them through a.writing exercise, gave them some

sample oatput, and eiplained fully how the program had done what it had
.1

done.
1

The result is a program in five parts.

Tte.first part is a list generator. I don't know about you, but my

freshman writers tend to make two writing errors right off the top. First

they write about the first subject that ccmes to mind, even when just a

few minutes thought would have brought them.a better subject. ,Secondly

they rarely narrow a subject down to a point where it can be adequately

dealt with in under 5 million words. If. I had a dime for every'student

who decided to pick such subjects IS "colleges," "writer," and "part-time

jobs," I would never have to fly tourist again.

.0



As a result'A'made sure the program started by doing what all of

tie do in our classes - get students to consider a number of sUbjects,
r-^

ad\
and select one that is reasonably defined. The method the program uses

is to have students list ten possible subjects, select one list ten

related subcts, select one, and\then select a'single approachtt that

.ubject. This doesn't insure a suitable subject but it at least gives

stpdents one protedureefor finding's suitable'subject.

The'sepond pmrt, of the program asks for .information about thA chosen

subject. Below is an example of how that questioning proceeds:

-GOOD. HOW LET'S TAKE A,CLOSER LOOK AT COLLEGE 'ENGLISH TEACHERS.
TO BEGIN WITH, WHICH OF THE FOLLOWING AREAS, WOULD TELL ME THE
MOST ABOUT COLLEGE ENGLISH TEACHERS

1 ... HISTORY

... APPEARANCE S.

CAUSE \

4 4 ... JOB OR UNCTION

-YPE IN THE MILER OF THE APPROACH THAT WOULP.TELL ME THE MOST'
ABOUT YOUR SUB ECT,,AND THEN HIT RETURN

? 4

SO THE JOB OR F CTION OF COLLEGE ENGLISH TEACHERS IS THE MOST
IMPORTANT PART F COLLEGE ENGLISH TEACHERS?

THAT'S PROBABLY UE, BUT CAN XOU PROVE IT TO ME? WEY NOT TRY.
INTERESTEb, D BESIDES, IT WILL-GIVE YOU A CHANCE TO THINK

THROUGH YOUR OPI.IONS. I'M $10ING TOITHREE NUMBERS ON THE
. SCREEN. AFTE EACH ONE TYPE IN A COMPL E SENTENCE THAT PROVES
THAT THE JOB 0 FUNCTION tS THk MOST IMPORTANT PART OF COLLEGE
ENGLISH TEACHERS

4



1.,.? THEY PLAY A CRUCIAL ROLE IN MODERN SOCIETY.

2...? THEIR JOB IS CURRENTLY CHANGING.

NO ONE CARESMUCH WHAT THEY DO(AWAY FROM THE JOB.
.

As you can see, the subject chosen was college English teachers.

The author (you can guess who that was) chose job or funciion'as the

approach to the subject. The nekt little.routine both queried

the author and gathered enough data to supply an introductory'para-

graph'later.

4

. Now the job or function of the program w4 to create a list of

/jol)s. I.chose to go for six here, but any number would work. My

studenis, however, genetally run out of steam after three or four.

In any case once we have a, list of.these jobs we can use the most

Important as topic sentences in the final essay.

/r.

Rere are the responses'from this author:

4

IF I GAVE YOU 6 NUMBERS ON THE SCREEN, COULD YOUAWRITE
A COMPLETESSENTiNCE AFTER EACH ONEIDESCRIBING A JOB OR
FUNT:ION OF COLLEGE ENGLISH TEACHERS?

PLEASE TRY. -REMEMBER TO PRESS RETURN AFTER EACH SENTENCE.

i...? THEY3GRADE MOUNTAINS OF PAPERS.

2...? THEY TRY TO GET STUDENTS TO,APPRECIATE WHA,WRITING
REALLY IS:.

3...? THEY HAVE ONE SEMESTER TO PREpARE STUDENTS.FOR ALL TEE
TYPES OF WRITING THEY WILL DO IN FOUR YEAR§"OF COLLEGE.

,

4...? THEY GO TO REALLY DULL DEpARTMENT MEETINGS,

5...? TpEYEAD PRO

6...? IN am MOMENT
THEMSELVES;

ESSIONAL JOURNALS. °

.THEY MAY ACTUALLY GET TO.DO SOME WRITING
41-

go
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Now the author has another choice. Is this to be a descriptive
_

or argumentative essay (the only two possibilities programmed s6 far).

The choice will determine the next set'of questions.

, -

NOW LET ME GIVE YOU ANOTgER CHOICE. D9 YOU JUST WANT TO
DESCRIBE THISsA JOB OR FUNCTION OF C EGp ENGLISH TEACHERS?
OR DO YOU WANT TO PROVE HOW IMPORT T IT'IS? TYPE IN EITHER
'ARGUE' OR 'DESCRIBE' AND HIT RETURN.

?DESCRIBE

GOOD- LET&S TRY A DESCRIPTIVE ESSAY. TO BEGIN WITH INPUT
THE NUMBER OF THE .THRED-MOST IMPORTANT STATEUENTS BELOW.
,(REMEMBER TO,HIT RETURN AFTER EACH NIIMBER.)

1...THEY GRADE MOUNTAINS_OF PAIIERS.

2...THEY TRY TO GiT STUDENTS TO APPRECIAllE'WHAT WRITING
....

IlEALLY IS. , 0

3...THEY HAVE ONE SEMtSTER Ta PREpARE STyDENTS FOR-ALL THE
TYPES OF WRITING THEY,WILL DO IN FOUR YEARS OF COLLEGE.J

4...THEy GO TO REALLY DULL DEPARTMENT MEETINGS.

5...THEY READ PROFESSIONAL JOURNALS.

6...IN ODD. MOMENTS, THEY MAY ACTUALLY GET, Tel DO SOME WRITING
THEMSELVES.

I

Having determined that this will be a descriptiv= essay the

program tries to find the three most importan jobs because these

willbethe.ones fully developed into paragraphs. Three was my

choice to mirror the standard five paragraph essay. Two or Twelve

could probably be justified just as easilY.'

Having selected the three, the next job of the program is to

elicit information about each.,job. This information will become

ofie
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the body tof the paragraph.

Here is the questioning tor the.first paragraph.

LET'S START WITH THE FIRST MAJOR A JOB OR FUNCTION OF
COLLEGE ENGLISH TFACHERS. YOU SAID IT WAS THEY GRADE
MOUNTAINS OF PAPERS. ,

ta

I'M GOING TO GIVE YOU SPACE FOR SIX DESCRIPTIVE SENTENCES.
I'D LIKE YOU TO TYPE IN A'S MANY SENTENCES AS YOU cAN,
DESCRIBING THIS A JOB R. FUNCTION OF COLLEGE ENGLISH
TEACHERS.

BE SURE TO HIT RETURN AT THE END OF EACH SENTENCE. IF
YOU CAN'T THINK OF SIX SENTENCES JUST HIT RETURN EACH
TIME I PRINT OUT A NUMBER.

4
-1...? IN A SINGLE SEMESTER THEY MAY HAVE TO GRADE SIX TO

TEL SETS OF ES5AYS FOR EACH CLASS.

T AY ALSO AVE TO LOOK THROptgi-E7VERAL REVISITS
- FOR E H ESSAY.

'

THEY HAVE TO READ THE ESSAY FOR LOGIC, CONTENT, GRAILMAR
AND SPELLING, AND RHETORICAL EFFEtT. -

4...? THEIR RESPONSES TO STUDENTS HAVE TO BE CLEAR AND
ENCOURAGING YET NOT OVERLY ENOURAGING.

5...? SINCE THEY MAY HAVE THREE1OR FOUR CLASSES EACH SEMESTER
THEY MAY HAVE 80 THEMES TO GRADE EVERY WEEKEND. .

4

6...? ALL THIS EFFORT GOES UNNOTICED.

Thi§ questioning is rtpeated for each pf the otheritwo selected

paragraphs. Finally the quest oning is done.

Having completed this pai7t, the prograr moves on to its third

function, a series of routin7s which order all the inputte1 data,

combine it with same tran i ions, and create a camplet say. This

part of the pragram happe

'the student.

very quickly aiid is totally undten by_

7
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The fourth section:of the program outputs the essac just
I ,

generaged. It can do it in one of three forms. In the first form
./

-

the essay is dispiayed On the scrpen one paragrSph'at'stime. The

second method prints the essay out oi avrinterso the student 5ets

a copy. Presumably this copy would be shown toa teacher for

suggestions on furthpr development. A Xhird method of output is to

a floppy disk. This serves two funetions - it gives.permanent

st6rage to the electr:nic eqUivalent of tile essay, and secondly, it

makes it accessible to a wOrd processor so it' cin quickly and easily
0w

be modified by ghe student.

In case youre curious, by th4cay, here's the printed version
.

,. .

,
.

.
.

of the dssay we looked at earlier:

THE MOST-IMPORTANT TkING TO KNOW ABOUT COLLEGE ENGLISH
TEACHEAS IS THEIR JOB OR FUNCTION. THIS IS ECAUSE'THEY
PLAY A CRUCIAL ROLE IN MODERN SOCIETY. FURTAERMORE, THEIR
JOB IS CURRENTLY CHARGING., BESIDES WHICii NO ONE CARES
MUCH WHAT THEY DO AWAY FROM THE JOB.

THE FIRST MAJOk J06 OR FUNCTION OF COLLEGE ENGLISH' TEACHERS
IS THEY GRADE MOUNTAINS OF PAPERS. IN A SINGLE SEMESTER
THEY MAY HAVE TO GRADE SIX TO TEN'SETS.OF ESSAYS F'OR EACH
CLASS. THEY MAY ALSO HAVE lotooK THROUGH SEVERAL REVISIONS
FOR EAC4 ESSAY. THEY HAVE TO READ THE ESSAY FOR LOGIC,
CONTENT, GRA/41AR AND SPELLING ERRORdAND RHETORICAL EFFECT.
THEIR RESPONSES TO STUDENTS HAVE TO BE CLEAR AND ENCOURAGING
YET NOT OVERLY ENCOURAGING. SINCE flUEY MAY HAVE THREE OR
FOUR CLASSES EACH SEMESTER FREY MAY HAVE 80 ESSAYS TO GRADE
EVERY WEEKEND. ALL THIS EIFORT GOES UNNOTICED.

,
,ANOTHHR IMPORTANT JOB OR FUNCTION OF COLLEGE INGLISH TEACHERS
IS THEY HAVE ONE SEMESTER TO PREPARE STUDENTS-FOR ALL THE
TYPES OF WIT:TING THEY WILL DO IN FOUR YEARS OF COLLEGE.'
STUDENTS IN DIFFERENT MACORS HAVE DIFFERENT WRITING REQUIRE-
MENTS: SOME HAVE TO DO TECHNICAL WRITING filing SOME NEED :
MORE CREATIVE OR DESCRIPTIVE sKILLq. THIS MEANS THAT
-ENGLISH TEACHERS CAN EITHER GIVE A.VERY GENERAL INTRODUCTION
TO WRITING OR RESPOND WITH'A SERIES OF SPECIFIC ASSIGNMENTS
FOR EACH AREA.-.

4

ob.
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THE _LAST MAJOR JOB 'OR FUNCTION OF .COLLUE ENGLISH TEACHERS
TS THEY TRY TO, GET STUDENTS TO APPRECIATE ?MAT WRITING
REALLYJS. STUDENTS. OFTEN COME TO COLLtGE ASSUMINb THAT
ACADEMIC Wil,ITING IS THE AVOIDANCE OF SPELIJNG AND GRAMMAR
ERRORS. THE'IDEA OF PLAYiNG WITH STYI,E-OR WITH THE CONTENT
OF AN'ESSAY IS FOREIGN TO'THEM. THERE IS ALSO TH'E COMMON
MISCONCEPTION THAT WRITING A ,SINGLE.VERSION OF AN ESSAY i;
ALL THAT IS NEEDED., 'Tar/ GENERALLY ALSO'HAVE'NO CLEAR IDEA
OF THE EFtECT OF AUDIENCE ON.ESSAT CONTENT.- MOST IMPORTANTLY
'THEY SEE WRITING AS A CHORE DIVORCED FROM EFFECT. FOR THEM
'WRITING IS NOT A TOOL To MOVE AUDIENCES OR A MEANS OF CLARIFYING
THEIR OWN IDEAS.

0As you can see, there is siill a good deal of work needed on

this'essay, but.it does organite the ideas coherently and supports

.each of the majoi ide&s With data . Even in itsparrent

state it.beats .the average essay I receive the first few weeks of

the s.emes.ter.

rollowing this the kogiam goes-into it6 last sectiOn - an '

a

explanation of hOw an-Why it did.what it dfd. Below is the.explana-

tion supplied for.our, example essay:
S.

'WHAT.DO YOU THINK OF'THE ESSAY?..WOULD YOU LIKE ME TO .

SHOW YOU HOW I DID If?

.IF OU Tilt= BACK'TO som OF THE QUESTIONS I ASKED YOU,
YOU MAY BE ABLE TO SEE THAT THERE ARE REALLY THREE STEPS
I USED TO CREATE THE ESSAY. f

FIRST, I TRIED TO GET YOU TO LIMIT YOUR SUBJECT. THAT WAS
IMPORTANT BECAUSE MORE SPECIFIC SUBJECTS ALMOST ALWAYS
MAKE ETTER ESSAY SUBJECTS.

YOUR FIRST SUBJECT WAS COLLEGE BUT THEN YOU NARROWED'ITs
TO COLLEGE ENGLISH TEACHERS.

,NOW THAT YOU LOOK\ BACK AT IT, MAYBE YOU CAN THINK OF AN
EVEN BETTER SUBJECT TO TRY NEXT TIME: BE-SURE IT f00 IS

:AS SPECIFIC AS POSSIBLE:
.
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DO Y REMEMDER WHAT MY NEXT STEP WAS? I ASKED YOU TO
FJcKf OUT THE BEST WAY TO DESCRIBE YOUR SUBJECT. YOU
SAID IT WAS JOB OR FUNCTION. 4

4

THIS WAS ANOTHER WAY TO GET YOU TO FOCUS ON YOUR SUBJECT.
THIS TINE YOU FOCUSED ON AN APPROACH.- It YOU THIk ABOUT
IT YOU PROBABLY Comp USE-ANY OF THE APPROACHES I LISTED,,
BUT BY PICKING JUST ONE.YOU MADE YOUR ESSAY MORE SPECIFIC.

THE REST WAS EASY. EIRST I ASKED YOU TO LIST OUT SOME
FEATURES OR EVENTS TRAT DETAILED YOUR APPROACH. THE LIST
WAS JUSTJO GET'YOU THINKINCABOUT POSSIBILITIES. /

TOO OFTEN WRITERS START WRITING WITHOUT THINKING. THE
tIST GIVES YOU SOME OPTIONS TO THINK ABOUT.

DO YOU REMEMBER WHATYOUR LIST WAS? HERE IT IS AGAIN.
,

1. THEY GRADE MOUNTAINS OF PAPERS.
2. THEY TRY TO GET SIXUDENTS 'TO APPRECIATE WHAT WRITING

REALLY: IS.
3. THEY HAVE ONE SEMESTER TO PRFPARE STUDENTS FOR ALL

IRE TYPES OF WRITING THEY WILL DO IN FOUR YEARS OF'
COLLEGE.

#. THEY GO TO REALLY DULL DEPARTMENT MEETINGS.
5. THEY READ PROFESSIONAL JOURNALS.
6. IN ODD MOMENTS THEY MAY ACTUALLY GET TO DO SOME

WRITING THEMSELVES.,

OF THOSE CHOICES YOU PICKED THESi:

THEY GRADE,MOUNTAINS OF,PAPERS.

THEY HAVE ONE SEMESTER TO PREPARE STUDENTS FOR ALL THE
TYPES OF WRITING THEY WILL DO IN FOUR.YEARS OF COLLEGE.

THEY TRY TO GET STUDENTS TO APPRECIATE WHAT WRITING REALLY 1$.

ONCE YOU HAD DECIDED WHICH OF,THE FEATURES PERE MOST IMPb*RTANT,
/ USED THOSE FEATURES TO MAKE PARAGRAPHS .FOR'THE ESSAY. I
STARTED WITH YOUR FEATURE SENTENCE, MADE IT THE TOPIC SENTENCE
OF A PARAGRAPH, AND THEN ASKED Fp. MORE SENTENCES DESCRIBING
THE FEATURE. THOSE SENTENCES BECAME THE BODY OF THE PARAGRAPH.
AIL I ADDED WAS AN OCCASIONAL TRANSITIONAL PHRASE TO CONNECT
UP THE SENTENCES. ' .

This e*planation should-help the student better underStand the

approach used so he/she could use it without, ebe computer. It Is

10
V
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also one of my personal goals to keep cordputers in general from

being sden as tventieth centurylmagic." What they do is ful y,

understandable by the.avei°4ge person, and every effort ih(

made to help the average 43erson understand.
8

a

so there you have it - a five step program that ends' a student

through a writing exercise. It Is only one form of writing and,

d be o

\\

totally ignores any fditing, other than putting t e essay om a disk

so editing can be done by a word processor.or o e of several specific

editing programs beginning to emerge. The pro ram isn't perfect from

either a pedagogical or programming perspective, but it does work. A
1. ,

version, is up and running and has been ttitd by saae of my students,
- ..

,

and a more fully developed version is being writtenwith support fromI'
the-Apple Education Foundat4on.

My hopes for the program aie twofold. First I would like it to
o

attract enough interest so that when someone mentions'using computers

in English classes, not everyone in the roam automatically thinks of,

grammar drills. 'Secondly; I'd like the program to quickly betome

archaic. it pleases rile to imagine that in five or ten years, 4. maybe

'even one or two years, many provams will.be around to helprstuddnts

write, all more flexib

take immense pride in be

and helpful than mine. .1 will, of course, .

ng one of the first tolorogram in this area.
-

.11y gtandchildien will 5uiCkly tire of the story

ments I sneak in over the years).-'I just aon't

(and all the- embellish-

want to be one of the

last. I think-we have anjimmense opportunity here and hope we doet

ignore it.


